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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
Purpose of the Study
The overall purpose of the present study is to
provide an understanding of the problems faced by an
undocumented battered Mexican woman.

This case study will

evaluate the impressions of an undocumented battered Mexican
woman in relation to the problems she encounters as a result
of her battered and undocumented status.
also attf mpt to provide data regard~

This study will

the types of services

availabll , ...to the undocumented battered Mexican woman and
. provide information regarding her reasons for immigrating
from Mexico to the United States and her plans for ' the
future.
Specific Objectives of the Study
The ~

-o f this study are to identify the

following:
1.

The major problems encountered by an undocumented

battered Mexican woman;
2.

The types of services, if any, which are

available to an undocumented battered Mexican woman;

1

2

3.

The reasons for immigrating from Mexico to the

United States;
4.

The undocumented battered Mexican womans' future

plans.
Statement of the Problem
Although many facets of the problem of violence
toward women, and battered women in particular, have been
studied (Martin, 1978; Walker, 1978; Nichols, 1976; Schuyler,
1976; Strauss, 1976), a review of the literature indicates
that no attention has focused on the problems faced by the
undocumented battered Mexican woman.

The impact on the

woman can be great and in order to give her the most support
it is necessary to understand her, her needs, her problems,
and her situation.

Therefore, an investigation into the

problems encountered by the undocumented battered Mexican
woman can b_e...- useful in providing knowledge about some of the
concerns and reactions she may encounter as a result of her
undocumented status and abusive situation.
The undocumented battered Mexican woman is involved
in a precarious situation.

She has entered the United

States without legal documentation which therefore subjects
her to possible deportation.

The woman may be dependent on

her husband (if he is a United States citizen) to serve as
the petitioner for immigration purposes.

The husband may

refuse to help legalize her status for that would loosen his

3

control over her (Borelli, 1980).

If she presses charges

against her husband, this would involve the police, who
would possibly report her to the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) for being in the United States
without official documentation.

If she goes to the hospital,

she may not have any funds to pay for treatment.

If she

returns to Mexico, she faces destitution (Borelli, 1980).
Her greatest fear may be in returning to Mexico
where conditions are poor, ..___
· 'the economy is depressed, and the
value of the peso is down (Young et al., 1979).
is high throughout Mexico.

Unemployment

However, the most critical long

term problem is Mexico's population growth which affects all
aspects of Mexican society:
At current rates, Mexico's population of 63 million
will double in twenty years. Neither food nor job
creation can keep up with the population. Each year,
· nearly a million adults join a work force in which 15
percent are unemployed and 40 percent can only find
occasional work.
(Sterba, 1977, p. 3) )
These conditions may lead the undocumented battered Mexican
woman to choose to migrate illegally to this country.
l!~oving to the United States is an escape from poverty \ for
/

many. [ As long as poor economic conditions exist and the
disequilibrium between the United States and Mexico
continues, the problem of the undocumented population will
remain . ... ,
./

As previously indicated, a review of the literature
revealed an absence of information regarding the plight of
undocumented battered Mexican women.

Although no one has

4

attempted to explore the major problems faced by these women,
there has been attention focused on the problems encountered
by Anglo battered women (Carlson, 1977; Strauss, 1976;
Schuyler, 1976; Nichols, 1976).

Thus, it was necessary for

the researcher to turn to the literature on Anglo battered
women to gain an understanding of the problems associated
with a battering situation.

The review of the literature

reveals that the problems encountered by battered women are
severe (Carlson, 1977; Strauss, 1976; Schuyler, 1976;
Nichols, 1976).

It has been found that many battered women

suffer from low self-esteem and self-confidence (Michols,
1976).

Co:qiplicating the whole issue of abuse may be problems

of economic stress, high unemployment, and poor environmental
conditions (Nichols, 1976).

The problems are "common,

destructive, and a menace to human well-being" . (Nichols,
1976).

Chapter 2 will describe in greater detail the

problems experienced by battered women in general, which

1:l

aid

·-can's
' •.

in understanding the undocumented battered Mexican
predicament.
Rationale of the Study
The researcher decided to conduct this study as a

<

result of personal experience stemming from her graduate
school field placement at the Immigration Counseling Center
in San Jose, California.

Through the center, the researcher

became aware of the acute situation undocumented battered

5

Mexican women face.

The researcher also became aware that

undocumented battered Mexican women need special assistance
in enabling them to escape life threa~ening situations and
the fear of deportation.

Although they have a high level of

need, these women are often the least likely to receive
appropriate and adequate human services.

It is the

researcher's concern for the undocumented battered Mexican
woman which prompted her to conduct this study.
Significance to Social Work
It has been noted that social work is a profession
that represents society's response to the social needs of
people--all people (Siporin, 1975).

Social work additionally

has as one of its primary axioms the respect for the inherent
worth and dignity of the individual--all individuals.

This

study acts on this response and axiom in attempting to provide information on a population whose social needs have
traditionally been neglected.

The significance of this

study for the social work profession is in the new knowledge
which will be gained in identifying the needs, stresses, and
problems of an,undocumented battered Mexican woman.
It is the opinion of this researcher that social
workers, particularly those in the Southwes·t, will become
increasingly involved with this populations' problems./A
ii,

continual influx of undocumented women from Mexico will
continue to immigrate to this country.) Fhe adjustment of
.,

\

the.undocumented battered Mexican woman to an alien
~nvir1nment and the stresses involved in her illegal and
I

.

~

battered
status should be a concern of social work. - The
I
!

'I

•

•

social work profession must recognize that these women·exist
I

and hive special problems and it must take a stand in
'assisting them.

It is hoped that this study will provide a

I

formulative knowledge base which will enable the social work
profelsion to recognize and effectively treat the problems
encoUlililtered by the undocumented battered Mexican woman.
This study also has particular significance for the
San J,se State School of Social Work due to its unique
I

missi~n and training of social workers to work with Chicanos
and o!her oppressed people.
Major Variables
/

The following variables in this study will be
ftrv,
~J;,~~defin.d: battered woman, undocumented battered woman,
~

~-~----~-

deporJation, Immi;:-a:::n and Na:~·~al~:~;ice, and
...

I -:---

-:-·~~~~-,...,._ _ _

prob1em.
,,,,/.✓,·

-::-:::..
1··;".'; ··--,.

I

-----·-·"-,

./'' Batte:ired Woman '"
_,>

'
'
,._
J_
~-r--

I

~__., .,-=--

The most inclusive definition is offered by Lenore

( ' E~-"~-::) :
I
A battered woman is a woman who is repeatedly
subjected to any forceful physical or psychological
bJhavior by a man in order to coerce her to do somet4ing he wants her to do without any concern for her
right. Battered women include wives or women in any
f !rm of intimate relationships with men.
(p. 144)

(51
Physi al injury involves, at the very least, punching with
the closed fis.t; at the worst, attacks with broken bottles,
kniveII, shootings, and even death.

Beatings can last any-

where from a few minutes to over an hour.
injur

Psychologf~al

involves verbal and emotional abuse.

Threats of

violetce, punching holes in the wall, breaking down doors,
and wielding a gun can be as frightening and intimidating
as thi actual physical attacks (Martin, 1978).

Ba~tering

incidlnts are neither constant nor random as judged by the
women themselves.
Undoqnnented Mexican Woman

--,--=-:

1110;

the purpose of this study, an undocumented

Mexic.~ ~oman is one .;ho is a citizen of the country of
Mexicl, who enterscand lives in the United States without
I

,

. official documentation and is subject to deportation.J
I
·
·
1 u d es: • immigrant
.
.
.
.
Documentation
inc
vis.a,
stud ent visa,
. . I
I~
•
•
1 wor k permit.
.
visit©rs
visa,
or specia

Depor!ation

~

the purpose of this study, deportation is the

forcii:. expulsion 'from the United States of an individual

withoft docUJI1entation to r1ghtfully remain by the Immigration
and Naturalization Service~1Sterba, 1977))'

The IL~ration and Naturalizat=-Sery-ice
[The Immigration and Naturalization Service, which is
found within the Department of Justice, oversees the entry

8

into, the remaining in, or the departure from this country
of all persons who are not citizens of the United States
(Sterba, 1977).
Problems Associated with an
Undocumented Status
· A situation that is a source of unusual social,
psychological, and economic difficulty or worry for the
undocumented battered Mexican woman, i.e., deportation.
Demographic Variables
_; These variables will include age, sex, Jnar.i tal

·~.

status,
occupational background, educational background,
w,J•,,___.,---,-,.,,_ •
place of birth, length of residency in the United States,
and reasons for immigrating.

I
'

r

Chapter 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This chapter presents a review of the literature
which will be selective and limited to the areas applicable
to the content areas of the study.
foci will be:

Therefore, the major

(1) the problems associated with being a

battered woman, and (2) the problems associated with an
undocumented status.
Problems Encountered by
Battered Women
As indicated earlier, a thorough review of the

\
f

literature (Dialog Search, Womens Studies Abstracts 19691979, Social Work Abstracts 1969-1979, and Psychological
Abstracts 1970-1979) revea,led no study or information on
undocumented battered Mexican women.

Although no one

attempted to answer the question of what are the major
problems faced by undocumented battered Mexican women, there
has been attention focused on the problems encountered by
Anglo battered women (Martin, 1978; Walker, 1978; Ball,
1977; Higgins, 1978; Nichols, 1976; Schuyler, 1976; Strauss,
1976; Carlson, 1977).
In order to gain a complete understanding of the
problems of battered women, it is beneficial to examine the
9

10
extent and frequency in which battering occurs.

It is

difficult to obtain accurate and meaningful data regarding
the frequency of woman battering because social agencies,
law enforcement agencies, and private individuals (social
workers, physicians, attorneys) who most frequently come
into contact with battered women either do not recognize the
battering, have no need or means by which to report the
abuse, or would prefer not to get involved because of the
attitude that it is a private matter (Moore, 1979).
Estimates of the battering incidence vary widely and
range conservatively from 10 percent (Steinmetz, 1977) or
15 percent (Gelles, 1976) to a high of 50 percent (Walker,
1979) and 60 percent (Strauss, 1977).

Del Martin, author of

Battered Wives, estimates that there are well over one
million battered women in the United States (Jacobson, 1977).
Uniform Crime Reports (1974) indicate that one-fourth of all
murders in this nation are from some type of family dispute,
and over half of these domestic assaults were spouse killing
spouse (Roy, 1977).

Richard Gelles, a professor of

sociology at the University of Rhode Island, found in his
research that the men and women he interviewed approved of
husband-wife violence.

He concluded that "violence between

spouses is often viewed as normal and often mandated in
family relationships"

(p. 5).

Schuyler (1976) suggests that one of the first
problems battered women encounter if they attempt to leave
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the abuser, is discouragement by those they perceive as
their only sources of aid; police hesitate to intervene in
domestic violence; the court refuses to issue warrants for
their abusers' arrest; ( public welfare agencies may indicate
\,.

that services are not available to them; many legal services
uphold eligibility standards requiring a source of income
before services can be rendered; and friends and relatives

[

i1~,

,,.

may convey to her that "abuse should be borne in silence" )

One of the major problems encountered by battered
women is their economic dependence on the abusive male. \

Y,.

Moore (1979) relates that battered women who do not work, or
those who are extremely traditional in their sex role
behaviors, are particularly vulnerable to such dependency.
Schuyler (1976) notes that economic dependence presents a
serious problem to many battered women who have no job
skills, have never been a part of the work force, and have
been conditioned to anticipate the "pleasures of housework
(p. 490).

,

Moore (1979) adds that the

data regarding womens' financial dependence on men is overwhelming in both volume and impact.

Even if women are

working, or can be trained to obtain jobs, they will
continue to make lower salaries than men in all fields and
particularly if they have never worked (Moore, 1979).
Gelles (1976) found in his study of abusive families that
the fewer resources battered women have, the less power they

\

1,-1 .,

-_.{

--.
.

(Schuyler, 1976, p. 489).

and service to men"

..

~-f,

i

,,

'.

'
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have, and the. more "entrapped" they are in the abusive
relationships.

Strauss (1977) concludes that many women

endure abuse because the alternative of divorce may mean
living in poverty.
Battered women may not only be economically
dependent, but also emotionally dependent on the abusive
male.

Even in cases where women experience the most

brutal and psychological abuse, affection for the man
may be carried over from the pre-abusive,_stage of their
relationship (Schuyler, 1976).

Schuyler (1976) offers

that some women cling to the belief and hope that the man
will change and the abuse will end.

This is particularly

true for women who feel that their abusive husbands are
adequate fathers and providers for their children (Carlson,
1977) .
Battered women are also subjected to a host of
psychological problems.

Walker (1979), a psychologist who

has studied more than 400 battered women, found that
battered women suffer from lowered self-esteem; blaming of
self for partners action; guilt; denial of terror and
anger; passivity, but often with abilities to manipulate
their environment to avoid death; and severe stress reaction
and somatic complains.
One of the prevailing characteristics of battered
women is their remarkably low sense of self-esteem and
confidence (Schuyler, 1976; Nichols, 1976; Flynn, 1977;

13
Walker, 1979).

Roy (1977) notes that pJ.:iysical abuse itself

contributes most significantly to the lack of self-esteem.
The humiliation and shame of being assaulted time and time
again by someone who one loves creates grave doubts about
the battered womens' self worth (Roy, 1977).
'-Many authors note that battered women are typically
very isolated (Ball, 1977; Moore, 1979; Walker, 1978; Gelles,
1976).

They avoid friends and neighbors for fear they will

ask questions about their injuries (Moore,, 1979). \ Battered
women are often prohibited from working, going to school, or
socializing with friends and relatives.

Friends and

relatives may be reluctant to get "involved" because they
may have been warned and threatened by the batterer to stay
away.
Battered women also encounter the proble~ of living
in:ifear.

The women are often immobilized emotionally, and

mentally by the knowledge that they may be assaulted at any
'time (Roy, 1977).

-

Fear of the abusers reprisal stops many

battered women from reporting assaults to the police or
seeking help (Roy, 1977) .-·
Battered women are also faced with the problem of
having no place to go, if they find the strength to leave
the abuser.

If they are economically dependent on the man,'

they may have no money to afford a hotel room or rent an
l

apartment.

Battered women and their children might dare

impose themselves on family and friends in the middle of the

14
night, but not for an indefinite period of time, for few
households can provide space, bedding, and food for a second
family (Martin, 1976).

Contributing to this problem is the

fact that there are relatively few emergency shelters for
battered women in the United States, most of which are
confined to the major urban cities.
r

Battered women also encounter prob-1.ems with the
criminal justice system, for it is at times unresponsiye to
their needs (Martin, 1976; Roy, 1977; Langley
-'\.

'

Walker, 1976; Strauss, 1976).

&

Levy, 1977;

Strauss (1976) contributes

that although laws giving husbands the right to "chastice,"
their wives are no longer applicable, the underlying 9 pirit
of such laws are still with us.
Police officers are many times unresponsive to the
needs of battered women.

An arrest is usually the only way

in which an abusive male can be removed from the home, but
it is rare for the police to make such arrests (Truninger,
1971).

Strauss (1976) offers that the International
·-

Association of Police Chiefs 'training manual recommends that
arrests not be made in such cases.
The review of the literature reveals that the
problems encountered by battered women are severe.

The

problems are "common, destructive, and a menace to human
well-being"

/

(Nichols, 1976, p. 32).

""
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Problems Associated with an
Undocumented Status
The undocumented battered Mexican woman is faced
not only with the problems of being battered, but also with
the problem of being undocumented.

In order to understand

why the woman is here without official documentation, it is
helpful to distinguish between the motivations for legal and
"illegal" migration.

Migration has been labeled illegal

during periods of depression and unemployment in this
country (Young et al., 1979).

Lindsey (1977) reported

recently that the United States changed the quota of Mexican
citizens; effective January 1, 1977, legal immigration is
restricted to 20,000 persons annually.

This is approximately

one-third the number admitted legally in recent years.
Therefore, more persons become candidates for "illegal"
J

immigration when the legal channels are blocked.
No one knows the precise number of undocumented
individuals residing in the United States.

Estimates have

ranged from six million to twelve million (Salcido, 1979).
[ In 1974, 800,000 undocumented individuals were apprehended
by the Immigration and Naturalization Service and according
to Leonard Chapman (former INS commissioner) approximately
90 percent of them were Mexican citizens (Salcido, 1979) .)
,-

; Undocumented people usually enter this country by entering
'-"

without inspection anywhere along the 1,945 mile border that
divides Mexico from the United States (Salcido, 1979).

IJBAARY. ~~N JOSE STATE UNIV.ERSIDl
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The undocumented individual's overriding concern is

that of deportation.-"'· If an undocumented individual is
apprehended by the Immigration and Naturalization Service,
he/she is forcibly expelled from the United States:
The deportation of an undocumented person is a very
serious thing. At best, after an alien is deported, and
after any expense incurred in the deportation of an
alien has been paid, there remains the need to apply to
the Attorney General for permission to re-apply for
admission to the United States.
(Hoffman, 1974, p. 17)
When first arrested by an Immigration and
Naturalization Service officer, an undocumented person must
produce proof of her legal status.

If she cannot, she is

given the choice of voluntary departure or appearing before
an immigration judge in order to show she has a just cause
for remaining in the United States (Roybal, 1979).

In

actuality, this audience with an immigration judge is a
deportation proceeding:
/

The Immigration Act of 1952 is said to list some
700 grounds for deportation . . . only aliens may be
subjected to deportation.
The burden of proving
alienage and deportability by clear, convincing and
unequivocal evidence rests with the Government; and
if alienage is not established, deportation may not
be ordered.
(Wasserman, 1973, p. 143)
As previously mentioned, deportation poses one of

the most serious problems for undocumented persons.

,·t_ Deportation

may cause total upheaval for a family in that it

not only uproots, but threatens the psychological well-being
of family members by producing pressures that are beyond
their scope of solution : · 1,,.For an undocumented woman with
children, uprootment brought about through deportation would

17
necessitate taking the children with her to Mexico, with✓

drawing them from school, subjecting them to unusual hardships, and in the end, arriving.in Mexico with possibly no
place 'to go and a limited income.)(Royb,al, 1979).

/"

"{ Undocumented individuals are faced with a myriad' of~

/

problems in the realm of employment)(13efore one becomes

. '\'

,

employed, a Social Security number is usuall:7" required.)

' \

/

thus, the first proble~ for an undocumented person is to

'\

acquire one.) Those who applied for a Soci~l Security number

1

I

after 1972, in all likelihood did not recei:e one because of:

,

Public Law 92-603, 86, Statute 1329, which requires that a

\

foreign born person produce proof of he; citizenship or

f

;

-

i

\

\
1

I

l

{

\

authorization to work (Roybal, 1979Y. f_Those who do not

l

obtain a Social Security number are left with "two alter-

l

i!

natives:

.

ul.
/

I

.,

.

~ vi

1

falsify informatipri, or work in temporary menial (

-i • __

I ,,

t

{

jobs that provide no financial security and for which the

/

\

employer does not request a Social Security numb~r .) Many

/

\' invent a Social Security number or use the number of another

J

•

\

family member.
( I f undocumented individuals are fortunate enough to
find employment, they may become victims of job e~ploitation)

L

Y•,"-"4

Many Employers take advantage of them by forcing them to
work long hours for low pay (Salcido, 1979).) There have
t

been cases reported of employers calling the Immigration and
Naturalization Service to apprehend undocumented persons
just before pay day.

•

Fearing discovery and deportation,

18
undocumented workers rarely report unfair employment
practices, particularly when wages are lower and jobs are
scarcer in Mexico (Salcido, 1979).
{ Many undocumented individuals will not avail themselves of welfare services because they fear they will be
reported to the Immigration and Naturalization Service if

~-

they apply for assistance (Salcido, 19 79) . , Officers and
employees of the Department of Social Services in the County
of Santa Clara are required to disclose to the Immigration
and Naturalization Service the name and address of any
undocumented individual whom they know to be in the United
States illegally and who is receiving public assistance
under certain specific titles of the Social Security Act
(Roybal, 1979).
Under present immigration law, undocumented
individuals who seek to immigrate to the United States,
regardless of how they apply, must be able to convince the
Immigration and Naturalization Service that they are not
likely, at any time, to become a public charge (Hoffman,
1974).

Receiving any type of federal, state, or local

government assistance (food stamps, child care, medical
assistance, employment training) may seriously jeopardize an
undocumented individuals' chances of receiving an immigrant
visa (Hoffman, 1974).

Therefore, many undocumented indi-

viduals apply for public assistance only as a last resort.

19

f undocumented

'---

individuals are often resented (Young

et al. , 19 7 9) : ;- {__ Some labor unions have asked for tougher
enforcement measures against them, arguing that they take
jobs away from legal residents and undercut wage rates
(Time, October, 1978) ·\ i

owever, a 1975 Department of Labor

Study estimated that while 77 percent of undocumented
workers had Social Security taxes withheld from their paychecks, and 73 percent had federal income taxes deducted,
less than one percent were on welfare and less than 8 per-

.- ........ --

cent had children in school (Hoffman, 1974). ( ~he study's
conclusion:

undocumented workers provide a net benefit to
'·

the United States economy (Hoffman, 197 4) . )
f

\

The review of the literature reveals that a myriad

of problems accompanies an individual with an undocumented
~

,.,

status. \( They are faced with the problems of deportation,
../

underemployment, job exploitation, and the inability to
receive public assistance. '
Summary
In this chapter, an overview of the problems
encountered by battered women and undocumented individuals
were presented.

The literature review reveals that the

problems which accompany both a battered and an undocumented
status are severe and complex.

·~.,

,

Chapter 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Research Design
1

For this study, the design utilized to gather data

regarding the unique problems faced by an undocumented
battered Mexican woman was a descriptive
exploratory
single
. ~,..
·•

case study.

·Descriptive exploratory research in the form of

a case study has been described as a jumping off point for

'/

the study of new areas in the social sciences (Simon, 1978).
Although descriptive research does not create laws and
conclusions that may apply beyond this study of an undocumented battered Mexican woman, it does provide clues for
subsequent research.
' Descriptive research, according to Best (1970),
"describes and interprets what is."
r

Best states:

/Descriptive research describes and interprets what
is. It is concerned with conditions or relationships
that exist; practices that prevail; beliefs, points of
view, or attitudes that are held; processes that are
going on; effects that are being felt; or trends that
are developing.
(p. 102)
~

:,,,,1

This case study is a form of descriptive research.
In describing the case study, Best (1970) states:
The case study is intensive and longitudinal,
analyzing a single case or a limited number of typical
cases. A case may be an individual, a type, a group or
an institution. The analysis is detailed and complete,
20

J .

'\

21
noting change, growth, or development in the life cycle
(or an important part of the life cycle) of the case
under consideration.
(p. 106)
t

-.r,,.: ~ •j

/ Since this s.:tudy focuses on a -single case of an
undocumented battered Mexican woman, the problems she
encoupters,
her reasons for immigrating, the services which
,have been
. available to - her -along with her plans for the
-..,.-.,.,.. .... ,,,._
~

,

.. .

.

future, the case study appears the most appropriate means
of gathering the data in addressing the research objectives
of this study.
'/

/

</ The data for this study was collected through a

; '

I

series of open ended interview sessions with an undocumented
i _;" .
r
battered Mexican woman who resided at ' a shelter home for
battered women, during the month of April, 1980.

Bogdan

and Taylor (1974) have defined open ended interviews as an
nessentially unstructured interview where researchers
..

attempt to capture the words of this subjects" , (p. 130) .
Isaac and Michael (1978) have defined unstructured interviews as "giving the subject the freedom to express herself
in her own way"

(p. 96).

/

( The resarcher's objectives were to present an
\,_

undocumented battered Mexican woman's experiences to others
in the process of developing an understanding of her
situation with an emphasis in the following areas:
1.

to identify the major problems encountered by

the undocumented battered Mexican woman,

.7 -
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2.

I

to identify the types of services which have· ·;c

been available to her,
3.

to identify her reasons for immigrating from

Mexico to the United States, and
4.

to identify her plans for the future.
Sample Selection

An undocumented battered Mexican woman who resided
at a shelter for battered women, during the month of April,
1980, in the area of Gilroy, California, served as the
sample for this study.

Because of the concern for the

safety and well-being of the subject and all who temporarily
reside at the shelter, the exact location cannot be disclosed.
It was the original intent of this study to conduct
interviews with three undocumented battered Mexican women.
Attempts were made to contact two other undocumented
battered Mexican women, who were no longer residing at the
shelter.

These women were selected after a careful review

of the case files with the director of the shelter.

Both

women had left the shelter and returned to live with their
respective husband and partner, and were fearful of their
reprisal if they consented to the interview.

Thus, this

left the researcher with one subject to interview.
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Data Collection
The researcher gained entry to the shelter through
the gracious agreement of the shelter director, who also
consented to serve as a committee member for this special
project.

The researcher met Ms. Laura Gonzalez, the

director of the shelter, the summer of 1979 and was
impressed with her enthusiasm, dedication, and expertise
in working with battered women, particularly with those who
are monolingual Spanish speakers.
After contacting Ms. Gonzalez in November of 1979,
explaining the intentions and objectives of the study, and
acquiring permission to interview women at the shelter, the
researcher was then invited to the shelter and introduced to
the staff.

The director and four out of the five staff

counselors are bilingual and bicultural in addition to
possessing a high degree of sensitivity and awareness of the
undocumented battered Mexican womans' situation.

The

shelter provides a warm and supportive environment not only
for undocumented battered Mexican women, but for all women
and their children who seek refuge there.
The researcher was introduced to the undocumented
battered Mexican woman by one of the counselors at the
shelter.

She was approached on the basis that the

researcher was interested in becoming aware of her unique
situation and desire to explore with her the problems she
has encountered because of her battered and undocumented
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status.

It was further presented that the material pre-

sented was for a master's project with a limited audience.
The undocumented battered Mexican woman graciously
consented to be interviewed.
The researcher conducted three separate interviews
with the woman, all of which took place in a private area of
the shelter.
five minutes.

Total interviewing time was an hour and fortyThe first two interviews were not taped for

the researcher sensed a need to establish rapport with the
woman because of the sensitive nature of the topic.

The

third and last interview .was taped, after the researcher
sensed that rapport had been established.

At the start of

the third interview, the woman was asked whether she felt
comfortable in having the interview taped.

Although she

appeared somewhat embarrassed at this suggestion initially,
she quickly agreed to the use of the tape recorder.
fidentiality and anonymity were assured.

Con-

She was further

informed that she was free at any time to stop the interview
or to refuse to answer any question she did not wish to.
All three interviews were conducted in Spanish.
Data Presentation
. The data collected will be presented in the form of
a case study.

Further examination of the material presented

in the case study will be in accordance to the following
areas:
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1.

The major problems encountered by the undocu-

mented battered Mexican woman,
...

:

, 2~
j

The types of services which are available to the

undocumented battered Mexican woman,
3.

The reasons for immigrating from Mexico to the

United States, and
4.

The undocumented battered Mexican womans' future

plans.
Study Limitations
The major limitation of this study is the small
sample size.

The undocumented Mexican woman in this study

may not necessarily be a reasonable and accurate representative of undocumented battered Mexican women as a whole.
This single case sample does not allow for generalizations
or possible application to other undocumented battered
Mexican women.
This reflects two general constraints for the study:
first, the reluctance of undocumented battered Mexican women
to openly discuss their situation; and second, there appears
to be a paucity of undocumented battered Mexican women who
can be interviewed.

Chapter 4
MAJOR FINDINGS
This chapter examines material presented in a single
case study.

The case study provides a historical devel-

opment and current status of an undocumented battered
Mexican woman.

The material presented in the case study

will be examined in relation to the following areas:
(1) the major problems encountered by the undocumented
battered Mexican woman,

(2) the types of services which are

available to the woman,

(3) her reasons for immigrating from

Mexico to the United States, and (4) her plans for the
future.

For the purp;~~ of · ~~nfidentiality, the undocumented

battered Mexican woman will be referred to as Mrs. L. in this
chapter.
Identification of the Client
Mrs. L. is a thirty-one year old undocumented
battered Mexican woman, currently separated from her thirythree year old undocumented Mexican husband of five years.
She and her husband were both born in San Juan de los Lagos,
Jalisco, Mexico, and immigrated to the United States in
1975.

They were married in Hollister, California in 1975.

She has two daughters, four years of age and eight months
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old.

Both children were born in the United States.

She has

lived in Hollister, California, for the past five years.
She is currently unemployed.
Referral Statement
Mrs. L. was self referred to the r~fuge shelter.
Mrs. L. related to becoming cognizant of the refuge shelter
through a program which aired on a San Jose Spanish language
radio station.

The director of the shelter was on the air

discussing the shelter and its services.

Mrs. L. described

writing down the telephone number of the shelter and waited
for an opportune time to leave her husband.

The opportunity

to leave her husband did not present itself until April,
1980, an entire year later.

It was only after her husband

appeared at home in a drunken stupor and passed out that
Mrs. L. and her children left.
following sequence of events.

She related to the
She left home with her

children and walked to the nearest bar and used the telephone to call an acquaintance and the shelter.

She called

the acquaintance and asked for a ride into Gilroy, on the
pretense that she was applying for employment there.
acquaintance agreed to pick her up at the bar.

This

She then

telephoned the shelter and notified them of her situation,
whereupon they asked if she needed a ride to the shelter.
Mrs. L. informed them that she had obtained a ride into
town, and would then take a transit bus to the shelter.
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Before arriving at the shelter, Mrs. L. was informed that
the location was to be kept a secret for her safety and that
of the other occupants of the shelter.

·Mrs. L. arrived at

the shelter on April 9, 1980.
Statement of the Problem
Mrs. L. related she had been subjected to physical
abuse by her husband for the past four years.

She reported

being slapped, slugged, pushed, knocked down, kicked, and
verbally threatened by her husband.

The physical abuse had

begun after their first child was born; which indicates that
she had been abused for a period of four years.
Mrs. L. reported that her four year old daughter
would frequently observe the abuse and cry.
Mrs. L. indicated that her husband would beat her
when he was inebriated, which progressed from three days a
week to every single day.
Mrs. L. reported that as her husband's drinking
behavior worsened, he manifested his abusive behavior more
frequently.

During the first year of abuse, Mrs. L. excused

her husband's actions with the rationale that the beatings
occurred only while he was inebriated.
Mrs. L. reported that as the batterings occurred
with greater frequency, she could no longer rationalize nor
tolerate the abusive behavior.

Mrs. L. resorted to locking

herself in the bathroom to escape the abuse.

She related
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that this escape tactic was thwarted one evening when her
husband knocked down the door and beat her with even greater
severity.
Mrs. L. related her desperation in wanting to leave
her husband, yet realized that there were many constraints
in doing so.

Her husband prohibited her from going out,

unless it was for clothes or grocery shopping.
friends or family in the area.
of the abuse she endured.

She related that no one knew

She lived in an isolated trailer

in a secluded area of Hollister.
her husband did not socialize.
dances or movies.

She had no

She related that she and
They did not attend any

She related that their isolation was a

result of her husband's fear of the Immigration and
Naturalization Service.
Social History
t""

Mrs. L. reported she and her husband were physically

punished as children.

Mrs. L. reported that her husband had

observed his father physically abuse his mother.
The composition of both Mrs. L. and her husband's
family is large.

Mrs. L. comes from a family of eight

children; her husband from a family of eleven.

She related

that both of their families live exclusively in Mexico.

She

also indicated she is somewhat estranged from her family
because she left Mexico with Mr. L. before they were married.
She related that her family "frowned" on the idea of them
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traveling together as "boyfriend and girlfriend."

Mrs. L.

also reported that both her parents were deceased.
Mrs. L. related she was unemployed while living with
her husband.

As a result of her husband's undocumented

status, he could find employment only as a tractor driver
and farm laborer.

She related that her husband's annual

income ranged from $5,000 to $10,000 a year.
Mrs. L. reported she has attained a sixth grade
education; her husband has attained a third grade education.
Major Problems Encountered by
an Undocumented Battered
Mexican Woman
This area was designed to identify and examine the
major problems encountered by Mrs. L.

The overall tone from

Mrs. L's responses seem to indicate she is plagued with a
number of major problems in regard to her undocumented and
battered status.
Of overriding concern is the fact that she is in the
United States without official documentation.
a rife of problems in and of itself.

This presents

She related to her

fear of being discovered and ultimately deported by
Immigration.

When asked what deportation would mean for

her, Mrs. L. related .that it would mean returning to Mexico,
which does not offer great prospects for a poor person to
positively modify one's economic lot.

Mrs. L. added that

deportation would cause uprootment for her American born
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children.

Since she does not have any family in the United

States, her children would need to return to Mexico with
her.

This troubles Mrs. L., for she wants her children

raised in the United States where she believes the
opportunities for a "good life" are available.
As a result of her undocumented status, Mrs. L. is
not eligible for a Social Security number.

She will need to

find an employer who does not request one.

This renders her

to seek temporary menial employment which provides no
financial security or fair employment practices .

This

situation would appear to increase her susceptibility for
job exploitation.

It would seem that because of Mrs. L's

fear of deportation, her chances of reporting unfair
employment practices would be greatly minimized.
Factors which may contribute to the problems in the
realm of employment are Mrs. L's language barrier and lack
of job skills.

Mrs. L. related that she does not speak,

read, or write the English language.

She reported to

possessing a rudimentary understanding of the language.

In

terms of job skills, Mrs. L. reported that she had never
been part of the work force in either Mexico or the United
States.

She thus has no marketable skills to speak of.

It

would seem that Mrs. L's language barrier and lack of job
skills would greatly limit her options in seeking suitable
employment.
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Mrs. L. also encountered problems as a result of her
battered status.
Evidence that battered women are typically very
isolated has been established in the literature (Bell, 1977;
Moore, 1979; Gelles, 1976).
with this finding.

Mrs. L's report corroborates

As indicated earlier, Mrs. L. reported

to living an isolated existence.

Her husband prohibited her

from leaving her house unless it was to shop for groceries
or clothes.

In addition, Mrs. L. reported that she and her

husband did not socialize.

It appears that Mrs. L's fear of

deportation would additionally contribute to her limited
existence.

It seems that because of her status she would

shy away from becoming actively involved in the world around
her.

The less visible she is in the community, the greater

her chances are for anonymity and undetectability by
Immigration.
As previously revealed, Mrs. L. lacks a supportive
type of system.

She indicated she has no friends or family

in the United States.

All of her family live in Mexico.

She additionally indicated that she is somewhat estranged
from them.

As reported earlier, an isolated existence pre-

cluded her from establishing any meaningful relationships or
friendships.

Thus, her only support and meaningful inter-

action was with her children and abusive husband.
The information collected from the interview with
Mrs. L. seems to indicate that she was economically dependent
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on her husband.

This dependency may have contributed to her

inability to leave her husband after the initial beatings.
It was only after the severity and the frequency of the
beatings increased that Mrs. L. contemplated leaving her
husband and attempted to free herself of the economic
dependence on him.

Although it is difficult to formulate

any strong conclusion from the data presented, it appears
that Mrs. L's experience is congruent with Moore's (1979)
citation that battered women who do not work, or those who
are extremely traditional in their sex role behaviors, are
particularly vulnerable to economic dependence.
Mrs. L ' s report that she excuses her husband's
abusive actions with the rationale that the beatings
occurred only while he was inebriated seems to reaffirm
Schuyler's (1976) notion that some women cling to the belief
and hope that the man will change and the abuse will end.
This belief and hope may have contributed to Mrs. L's
emotional dependence on her husband.
Types o:f Services Available
This area of investigation was designed to determine
what types of services, .if any, were available to the
undocumented battered Mexican woman.
Mrs. L. was asked to describe the types of services
available to her.

She related that to the best of her

knowledge, other than the shelter, no other social services
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were available to her.

Mrs. L. related that because of her

undocumented status she believed she was not eligible for
welfare, food stamps, employment training, or other federal,
state, or I "6cai government assistance.

Her attempts to

acquire these services confirmed her belief.

However, her

children are eligible for any federal, state, or local
government assistance because they were born in the United
States and are citizens of this country.

Mrs. L. may not

have been aware of other social services which avail themselves to the undocumented population.

She utilized the

shelter because she was aware of its existence.

Perhaps if

she had been cognizant of other services, she would have
utilized them.
Reasons for Immigrating
In this area of information, Mrs. L. was asked to
describe her reasons for immigrating from Mexico to the
United States.

Mrs. L. described her reason for leaving

Mexico as "wanting a better life in the United States."
reported to living a life of poverty in Mexico.

She

In addition,

she related to her inability to improve her situation
because of the lack of employment opportunities in Mexico.
Mrs. L. wanted to have her children born in the United
States so that "they could have the opportunities for a
better life and a good education."

Mrs. L. reported
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leaving Mexico to seek a "better" life for herself and the
children she would later bear.
Plans for tha Future
This area was designed to identify and examine
Mrs. L's plans for the future.
When asked about her plans after leaving the
shelter , Mrs. L. responded, "I don't want to go back to my
husband.

I want to work and find my own apartment."

Mrs. L.

related to her awareness of the difficulty in finding
employment because she does not possess a Social Security
number, as a result of her undocumented status.

She related

to her hope in gaining employment in an area which does not
require a Social Security number, such as in taking care of
children in her home or working in restaurants which traditionally hire undocumented individuals.
Mrs. L. indicated that the idea of living on her own
raises a fundamental fear for her.

She has never lived on

her own before and admitted to being fightened at the
prospect.

What particularly frightens her is the possibility

of her inability to adequately provide for her children.
This fear raises an important question which confronts an
undocumented battered Mexican woman with children who wishes
to leave her husband and begin a new life on her own.

How

can this woman comfortably survive in this country when she
does not possess a Social Security number, lacks job skills,
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does not speak the English language, lacks a support system,
fears deportation, and most social services are not available
to her?

This is a question that needs to be addressed for

the sake of the undocumented battered Mexican woman and her
children.
Summary
This chapter described a single case study which
presented the historical development and current status of
an undocumented battered Mexican woman.

The woman immigrated

from Mexico to the United States in search of a "better"
life.
She had left her husband after a four year history
of physical abuse and reported that she had no intentions to
return to him.

She additionally expressed her desire to

begin a new life for herself and her children.
The material presented in the case study revealed
that the undocumented battered Mexican woman is plagued with
a number of problems as a result of her battered and
undocumented status.

It was also revealed that to the best

of Mrs. L's knowledge, there are limited social services
available to her.

Chapter 5
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusions
The overall purpose of this study was to provide an
understanding of the problems faced by an undocumented
battered Mexican woman.
study.

There were four objectives of this

The first objective was to identify the major

problems encountered by an undocumented battered Mexican
woman.

The second was to identify the types of services

available to this woman.

The third was to identify this

woman's reasons for immigrating from Mexico to the United
States.

The fourth was to identify this woman's future

plans.
J

This was a descriptive, exploratory single case
study.
sample.

A major limitation of this study was the single case
This clearly prevents generalizations and con-

clusions that may be drawn from this study.

However, the

data collected from this study does suggest that an
undocumented battered Mexican woman encounters a number of
problems as a result of her battered and undocumented
status.

~dditionally, the problems encountered by a woman

in this situation raises important considerations that need
further clarification.

Therefore, this study's utility
37
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could be tested by further investigation into this area by
others and with a larger sample.
Overall, the data revealed that an undocumented
battered Mexican woman is plagued with a number of major
problems.

She is living in the United States without

official documentation.

As a result of this status , she

lives in fear of being discovered and ultimately deported
back to Mexico.

Because of her status, she is not eligible

for a Social Security number which renders her to employment
which provides no financial security or fair employment
practices.

The undocumented battered Mexican woman does not

possess marketable job skills or a proficiency in the
English language.
She related to living an isolated experience.

She

additionally acknowledged her lack of a support system .

The

information received from the woman indicated that she was
economically dependent on her abuser.
The undocumented battered Mexican woman revealed
that other than the refuge shelter, no other social services
had been available to her.

She indicated that because her

children were born in the United States, they are eligible
for any federal , state , or local government assistance.
The data received from the interview with the
undocumented battered Mexican woman revealed that she
immi grated f r om Mexico to the United States in search of a
better life for herself and her children.
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In terms of her plans for the future, the undocumented battered Mexican woman reported that she will not
return to her husband.

She plans on finding her own

apartment and gaining employment.
Recommendations
In view of the results of this study, several
recommendations can be made regarding further studies and
social work intervention:
1.

In view of the numerous problems encountered by

the undocumented battered Mexican woman, social work intervention would be helpful in assisting this woman deal with
the stresses which accompany her problems.
2.

Relatedly, the adjustment of the undocumented

battered Mexican woman to an alien environment and the
stresses involved in her undocumented and battered status
should be a concern of social work.

The social work pro-

fession needs to recognize and effectively treat the
problems encountered by these women.

It is imperative that

social workers realize that human rights cut across ethnic,
cultural, and citizenship lines.
3.

Deportation of an undocumented individual is not

a desirable solution to the problem of undocumented aliens.
Amnesty is recommended as a more human method that is congruent with social work values.
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4.

It is recQgun~_g _c ied that all social services be

made available to the undocumented population.

It is felt

by the researcher that most undocumented individuals remain
in the United States. [ consequently, limited or no access to
social services (health and mental health) for the undocumented population will affect the social welfare of the
broader community.A\ Greater community health education is
I

warranted.
5.

Future study recommendations include repeating

the study with a larger population of undocumented battered
Mexican women.

A possible area for future research may be

in exploring the possible psychological ramifications of the
many problems and stresses experienced by the undocumented
battered Mexican woman.
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